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Abstract
Since the introduction of the concept of the Dark Triad, a great deal of literature has been
published regarding its validity, predictive power, and effective uses. One typical feature of Dark
Triad research that has been relatively absent in the recent literature has been the inclusion of
other personal or contextual factors to improve the predictive validity of the Dark Triad. In this
paper, I attempt to explain how a factor such as gender conformity in women may mediate the
relationship of Dark Triad scores to the outcome of sexual deception. Further analysis also
attempts to reason the utility of including other factors during assessment that may contribute to
outcomes related to the Dark Triad— such as the inclusion of another proposed trait into the
now-called Dark Tetrad, which I will refer to once the proposed additional trait is explained. In
short, the Dark Triad is a trait theory used to examine the darker side of personality, which this
paper attempts to bring into more practical applications. Furthermore, this manuscript lays out
my plans for a study on the topic in the future.
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Although not a matter of life or death, relationship satisfaction and the quality of a
partnership can certainly improve one’s life. Having a satisfying, healthy relationship has strong
correlations with dealing with major stressors more effectively, ranging from first time
parenthood, unemployment, or new diagnosis of disease (Rosand et al., 2012). One detrimental
variable in relationships is the inclusion of sexual deception. This term is relatively broad,
covering behaviors ranging from misleading a potential partner in order to have sex— which
some jurisdictions and many individuals consider rape— to failing to disclose having a sexually
transmitted disease, to being dishonest about infidelity in a relationship (Marelich et al., 2008).
Deceiving others in order to facilitate intimate physical relations is a selfish endeavor and
might be related to traits that predispose individuals to insensitive and self-serving behaviors.
These relationship-harming behaviors may also be shown through failing to conform to social
norms (Jonason, Luevano, & Adams, 2012). For many, these kinds of behaviors are not desirable
in a partner, and we often do our best to avoid relationships with individuals that display these
behaviors. Despite our best intentions, those who are most interested in selfish outcomes might
find their way into our lives and cause lasting damage. Though it is difficult to evaluate
personality, these interpersonal judgements need to be made in many decisions throughout life in
order to form strong, trusting relationships. Studying malevolent personality features in order to
develop better screening measures is one way to combat having our trust betrayed.
What is the Dark Triad?
Those who characterologically display socially undesirable behaviors may have adapted
tendencies that hide who they really are, allowing these individuals to seep into our social
networks and even personal relationships. In light of these situations, psychologists have been
studying individuals with subclinical measures of personality traits that are often related to
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behavioral disorders and other socially aversive tendencies for years. In 2002 Paulhus and
Williams introduced a term capturing a constellation of several dark personality features and
dispositions, coining the term “The Dark Triad.” The Dark Triad is a trait theory wherein an
individual’s dispositions are understood to be prevalent across cultures, heritable, characteristic
of the individual, and be relatively enduring over long periods (Costa & McCrae, 1999). Trait
theories are understood to be ubiquitous in the human species, where every individual has some
measurable level of these subclinical traits. Like many other trait theories, contemporary pop
culture has caught on to Dark Triad research. For example, Grazia magazine published an article
in 2016 concerning why we might find certain features of Dark Triad qualities superficially
attractive when meeting a new person (Spratt, 2016), but in reality we might be bringing home
someone more akin to a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Carter et al. (2013) found a sizable link
between perceived attractiveness and levels of Dark Triad characteristics in males. If these traits
are so initially attractive to others, why are they an issue? Psychology Today published an article
in 2018 warning readers about the antisocial tendencies and callousness associated with Dark
Triad traits, and further went on to provide resources and links to help those who may be in
abusive relationships (Lancer, 2018). These links are not provided as paid advertisements for
help agencies, but rather given out of concern as Dark Triad traits have been shown to be just as
predictive of intimate partner violence as other commonly examined variables (Carton & Egan,
2017). In addition to partner violence, the Dark Triad has also been linked to other forms of
cheating, not just in relationships, but also in business and financial endeavors (Azizli et al.,
2016; Baughman et al., 2014). Clearly, the Dark Triad has demonstrable predictive validity and
is shown to predispose individuals dealing with Dark Triad personifiers to negative outcomes.
This reason alone is enough to bring the Dark Triad to the research focus, and yet there exists
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few models explaining the relationship between Dark Triad traits and potential negative
outcomes.
Key Features of the Dark Triad
The Dark Triad personality traits are distinct constructs but share a common theme of
callousness towards others, often lacking empathy and being insensitive to others’ needs. Each
trait is marked by unique features and together the triad is predictive of aversive behaviors such
as peer bullying— both in person and online (Hyland et al., 2016), juvenile delinquency
(Chabrol et al., 2009), racism (Hodson et al., 2009), generalized deception (Jonason et al., 2014),
and as explored in this paper, sexual deception (Brewer et al., 2019; Jonason et al., 2009). More
specifically, links have been drawn between certain Dark Triad traits and the outcome of sexual
deception, such as Machiavellianism and manipulative sexual tendencies, including having
undisclosed partners and avoiding or limited commitment to a relationship (Brewer & Abell,
2014). Narcissism has been associated with a preference for very short-term relationships, such
as one-night stands (Jonason, Luevano, & Adams, 2012). In addition to being strongly linked to
the outcome of sexual deception, the Dark Triad traits share a considerable amount of predictive
overlap.
Each trait has characteristics that define it, such as how individuals regarded as
Narcissists have grandiose self-concepts and seek attention and approval from others, often
ostentatiously (Blinkhorn et al., 2015). Machiavellians might view others more like chess pieces
than fellow humans, and are seen as manipulative and might be more inclined to subscribe to the
philosophy of “the end justifies the means,” (Brewer & Abell, 2015A). Individuals with
Psychopathic tendencies are prone to impulsivity and thrill-seeking behaviors (Seto et al., 1997).
Traits in the Dark Triad are often found to be moderately correlated with one another, with
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values ranging from .25 to above .60 (Brewer et al., 2019; Jones & Weiser, 2014; Paulhus &
Williams, 2002). Such consistent moderate correlations suggest that these traits share features
such as callousness towards others but each trait includes unique facets that make these
constructs independent of one another.
The Dark Triad has been linked to socially aversive outcomes such as generalized
deception. Jonason et al. (2014) explored different facets of lying and how Dark Triad traits
influence these practices. They found that the most frequent liars were typically high in
Machiavellianism and Psychopathy. There were differences in what the topics the lies were
about, with individuals scoring high in Psychopathy lying for seemingly no reason,
Machiavellianistic individuals deceiving others for their own gain, and Narcissists often making
exaggerations about their strengths or hiding harmful information about themselves. Other
deceptive tendencies of the Dark Triad personalities seem to predispose individuals high in these
traits to behaviors of criminal misconduct and morally reprehensible high-stakes deception
(Jonason, Luevano, & Adams, 2012). However, these traits often lack strong predictive utility
when assessing certain outcome behaviors, such as sexual deception.
The Dark Tetrad
Each of these traits are dangerous in their own unique way, but Psychopathy is often seen
as the most dangerous. Narcissists might lash out if you threaten their ego, and Machiavellians
might see you as “in their way” and being viewed as such might make you a liability they need
to deal with. Psychopathic individuals, on the other hand, require no specific reason to hurt
someone and might end up doing so as a byproduct of their own twisted adventures. Often the
psychopath might be indifferent to causing suffering. What could be more alarming and deserve
even more attention is an individual who is actively causing harm to those around them. This led
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to a fourth socially aversive trait that has been proposed as an addition to the Dark Triad.
Sadism, or the enjoyment of others’ misery, has been overlooked as a factor in the predictive
ability of the now-called Dark Tetrad (Paulhus & Dutton, 2016). In the past, and even in more
recent studies, Sadism has not been universally accepted as a contributing member of the Dark
Triad traits, despite its potential impacts on the predictive ability of Dark triad scores due to its
unique aspects of intentionality in causing harm to others.
Despite its partial recognition as a Dark Tetrad trait, Sadism has received some attention
in the literature and has been a factor of study in some inventive manuscripts that may prove to
augment the existing Dark Triad. One such study conducted an exploratory factor analysis using
The Short Dark Triad— a succinct measure that reliably quantifies levels of Dark Triad traits
(Jones & Paulhus, 2014), The Comprehensive Assessment of Sadistic Tendencies (Buckels &
Paulhus, 2014), and HEXACO Personality Inventory (Lee & Ashton, 2004), and found that the
aspects of Sadism— verbal, physical, and vicarious— provided unique distinguishments from
the Dark Triad (Johnson et al., 2019). Their evidence pointed to the fact that a more allencompassing operational definition for the dark, malevolent personalities that include the factor
of Sadism. Critics may still argue that Psychopathy and Sadism share too much overlap and
might be considered different interpretations of the same factor. One meta-analysis involving
forensic samples (N=5,161) studied assorted measurements of Psychopathy and Sadism, and
found small but significant associations between the two constructs, r = 0.24 (O’Connell &
Marcus, 2019). To me, this correlation, along with their reportedly low power in the moderator
analyses, depicts that, like other factors in the Dark Triad, Psychopathy shares some facets with
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Sadism while each make unique contributions to our conceptual definition of dark personalities
in community samples. 1
Dark Tetrad Links to Sexual Deception
Sadism adds an aspect that I believe may be important in predicting sexual deception,
which is an intentionality that takes root from doing harm in order to make oneself feel good.
One purpose of my review here is to examine the links between Sadism as a Dark Tetrad trait
and the outcome of sexual deception. Previous studies have looked to varying degrees at the
relation between Dark Triad traits and the outcome of sexual deception (Brewer et al., 2019;
Carter et al., 2015; Jonason et al., 2009; Jones & Weiser, 2014). One major shortcoming these
studies have in common is they fail to include Sadism as a factor of analysis. This may
contribute to accounting for relatively little variance in the outcome of sexual deception.
Jonason et al. (2009) looked at the relationship of Dark Triad scores and short-term
mating behaviors in a sample of 224 individuals and found several interesting results. The first
was that levels of Dark Triad traits predicted an association with attitudes and behaviors related
to what we refer to as casual sex. The authors believe that because Dark Triad levels are
heritable, like most traits, and because different sexual attitudes can lead to different mating
strategies, that there is a possibility Dark Triad characteristics are leading to a short-term mating
strategy in males. In one explanation, it is recognized that males often show elevated scores on
Dark Triad measures (Furnham & Trickey, 2011; Jonason & Davis, 2018), and also endorse
more strongly attitudes and behaviors associated with casual sexual encounters. The authors
related these results to a popular line of thinking in evolutionary psychology— that Dark Tetrad

1

From this point forward I refer to the malevolent personality constructs as the Dark Tetrad, except in cases where I

am referencing a study which specifically looked at the three Dark Triad members (excluding sadism).
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traits are significantly related to different mating strategies. The most common theory is that
males with high levels of Dark Tetrad traits may adopt a lifestyle in which they mate with more
partners, but are less invested in each of them. This might be adaptive from an evolutionary
standpoint, as it may result in a greater spreading of genes as compared to staying with one
partner and investing more heavily in that one partner. An unrelated but similar theory exists for
women, called the Sexy Son Hypothesis (Weatherhead & Robertson, 1979), which is explored
further below.
Published as a counter argument to the previous study, Carter et al. (2014) argued against
the Dark Triad being solely a heritable male mating strategy. They reason that because Dark
Triad scores are typically only somewhat higher in males (and actually found not to be
significantly higher in their study), as well as how Dark Triad traits often expressed differently in
men than women (Jonason & Davis, 2018), that Dark Triad levels do not adequately explain
differences in mating strategies. I agree with their conclusion of Dark Triad traits being
erroneously explained as solely a male mating strategy. I would argue that these maladaptive
tendencies, which they have shown to express differently between genders, may still contribute
significantly to other outcomes, such as sexual deception. Other factors that I believe contribute
significantly are explored below, such as conformity to gender norms. The main point I want to
draw from this paper is that we may need to think about the implications of the Dark Tetrad more
broadly than just in the context of mating behaviors or as a means of achieving a single end—
rather as characterological traits that influence the ways in which we consistently go about
achieving the means we are striving for in everyday life.
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The Role of The Dark Tetrad in Social Behavior
Jones and Weiser (2014) studied how Dark Triad traits are linked to relationship
infidelity. They found that all three Dark Triad constructs were associated with cheating on a
partner at some point. Additionally, they provide evidence and theoretical hypotheses for
evolutionary arguments that Dark Triad individuals who often plan to maintain their relationship
by “hedging their bets” when it comes to reproductive success. Most interestingly, they found
gender differences in which Dark Triad traits predict infidelity in relationships. They found that
Psychopathy uniquely predicted cheating behaviors in men, as well as Machiavellians, who were
less likely to be caught when cheating. This is in line with current views on how different Dark
Tetrad characteristics have unique predictive ability and outcomes for sexual deception between
genders, and supports the proposed hypothesis that social conformity or other contextual social
factors may impact expression of Dark Tetrad traits in the manner of sexual deception.
Most recently, Brewer et al. (2019) investigated the use of Dark Triad traits specifically
in women and its impact on the outcome of sexual deception. They used the Behavior-Based
Sexual Deception Scale developed by Marelich et al. (2008). This scale consists of several
subscales that parse apart three components of sexual deception— blatant lying, which includes
telling the target falsehoods in order to facilitate an intimate relationship; Self-Serving, an aspect
of the scale that measures using physical intimacy to gain benefits outside the context of sex; and
Avoiding Confrontation, which is using sex in order to stop or prevent domestic issues in the
relationship. This scale is a consistent way to measure levels of deception used in regard to
sexual practices. Brewer et al. (2019) found associations between levels of Dark Triad and sexual
deception measurements. One key piece missing from this study is the inclusion of Sadism, the
Dark Tetrad trait that may add predictive ability on the outcome of sexual deception.

DARK TETRAD AND SEXUAL DECEPTION

12

Competition itself may not necessarily bring forth the need to deceive others, but when
discussing the implications of involving Dark Tetrad constructs, I think it certainly may shed
light on the situation. Another study by Carter et al. (2015) focused on sexual competition among
women and how that was affected by their levels of Dark Triad traits. They cite examples of
intrasexual competition (competition among women for mating access) and tested sexual
competitiveness in a sample of over 400 women, finding correlations with Dark Triad traits
between .45 and .52, with the overall Dark Triad scores correlating to Sexual Competition to be
.62. This indicates how much more important “winning” is to those with higher levels of Dark
Triad traits, and one can certainly argue that mate selection is a high-stakes competition. So, with
the combination of competing individuals for desirable mating partners, this situation seems
conducive to creating an environment where individuals may be more willing to engage in tactics
that others may view as immoral or unethical.
Another element that is not touched upon in the above studies is accounting for variance
in the outcome of sexual deception, which might further be accounted for with the inclusion of
measurements assessing individual differences, for example through the lens of observing
societal norms. Several studies have looked at the Dark Triad’s effects on the outcome of sexual
deception through different lenses, such as the role of revenge (Brewer et al., 2015B), jealousy
(Buss, 2018), and relationship experience (Alavi, Mei, & Mehrinezhad, 2018) all possibly
playing a role in what predicts how an individual with comparatively higher levels of Dark
Tetrad characteristics may be more inclined to sexually deceive partners. Lastly, a final missing
factor that has not received as much attention is the role of conformity to social norms,
specifically those relating to gender roles, which may contribute to relationship based behaviors
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such that these gender roles are conceptually based around gender-specific normative
behaviors.
Introduction of Feminine Norms
The popular book Men are From Mars, Women are From Venus published in 1992 by
John Gray leads one to believe that men and women are hardly the same species, let alone from
the same planet. The truth is that the author sensationalized a select few differences while
ignoring the overwhelming evidence that men and women are more like two sides of the same
coin; as in more similar than foreign, with several of the differences being socially constructed
and culturally dependent.
One way we measure the differences between genders is through the Conformity to
Feminine Norms Inventory (further abbreviated as CFNI). This scale measures if, and to what
extent, an individual identifies with and acts according to societally accepted rules for how
women are expected to think, feel, and behave (Mahalik et al., 2005). The CFNI was a
breakthrough in gender role research. Historically, masculinity or femininity was measured with
a single composite score that accumulated answers to produce a final score. With the CFNI, test
administrators receive scores that have a multiaxial dimensionality that is more accurate than a
cumulative total or a categorical designation. Another advantage of using the CFNI is the
inclusion of measuring gender roles, which are unwritten rules that govern what society believes
individuals should or should not do based on their gender (Mahalik et al., 2005). The inclusion of
conformity to these norms is why the CFNI should be chosen over other measures of gender
conformity in proposed studies.
In current Western culture, one could argue that feminine gender roles are less restrictive
than in the past, with more women in politics, business, and leadership roles today than any other
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time in history. Women holding positions of power is relatively new in current culture, with
studies still coming out about the social effects of women in leadership roles. In an article about
the first female prime minister of Australia, Hunt and Gonsalkorale studied reactions of
participants about similar articles and compared those to measures of gender conformity (2014).
They found that women with higher levels of feminine conformity experienced less desire to
pursue leadership positions because of the difficulty the former Prime Minister had faced based
on her gender. Findings here suggest that levels of conformity to gender norms may affect how
an individual makes important life choices.
Gender Roles and The Dark Tetrad
The reason gender roles are important in the study of personality using Dark Tetrad traits
lies in a common finding when doing research using Dark Tetrad measures. Women, as a group,
tend to consistently score lower than men on Dark Triad traits (Furnham & Trickey, 2011;
Jonason & Davis, 2018), and one possible explanation results from the inconsistencies stemming
from the sociocultural influence of gender roles. Contemporary studies have shed some light on
the topic of why men and women often express Dark Tetrad qualities in unique ways. Jonason
and Davis recently explored how gender roles may be affecting expression of Dark Triad
characteristics (2018). They found that sex differences in Dark Triad scores may be mediated by
adherence to femininity by female participants. These findings seem plausible, as those scoring
higher on Dark Tetrad measures will be less likely to conform to certain socially desirable
feminine gender norms, as the two constructs are contradictory. Similarly, CFNI scores may
account for additional variance (i.e., beyond the Dark Tetrad) in sexual deception. For example,
Fidelity is incompatible to a low level of sexual commitment, which has been linked positively to
the Dark Triad/Tetrad (Jonason et al., 2012). Therefore, it stands to reason that women’s
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conformity to Fidelity should relate inversely to their standing on the Dark Tetrad and past
experiences of sexual deception. In a similar vein, the feminine norm of Investing in a Romantic
Relationship is in direct opposition to the practice of sexual deception, thus these should relate
inversely. The feminine norm of modesty is antithetical to the concept of Narcissism, and
therefore Modesty and Narcissism should relate inversely. Lastly, the trait Sadism is in direct
opposition to what one may consider a goal of a healthy, committed relationship— acting
selflessly and not causing any harm to one’s partner, which would include the emotional harm
resulting from infidelity.
Evolutionary Support for the Continuation of the Dark Tetrad
One might question why the Dark Tetrad continues to exist in modern society. This is an
excellent point, and can be answered by the instances in which these traits are in some situations
adaptive; one might even be so bold to argue that these traits, when taken in moderation, help the
population as a whole. These traits persist not because they are good to embrace wholly, but
rather because situationally, we need to use some of these traits in order to promote the interests
of ourselves and those closest to us. Those with a more tribal “us vs. them” mentality may be
very likely to help those in their own in-group compared with others. Along this line, as those
helping themselves with this mentality help their own groups, they may be indirectly promoting
the spread of genes of with whom they share genetic material. This is where the Dark Tetrad
truly plays a role in the survival of groups. If an association of individuals plays by the rules and
acts ethically and righteously, they are going to reap what they sow, and should expect their
rewards to be justified by what they put into it. Now, take a separate group with a few members
that play less nicely— are more willing to manipulate those they are not acquainted with, are
more reckless with those that might suffer consequences of their actions, are more interested in
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themselves than others, or are actually able to find enjoyment in inflicting misfortunes to those
who are unlike themselves. These bad apples may not actually spoil the bunch, but may instead
bring unexpected advantages to their group.
Here, we are taken back to the idea of the Sexy Son Hypothesis (Weatherhead and
Robertson, 1979). This idea posits that some women may be seeking out Dark Tetrad
exemplifying males (the natural ‘cads’ over ‘dads,’ which seems to be in opposition with what
one might normally desire— a ‘dad,’ who is more likely to help in child rearing over ‘cads,’ who
may be more likely to abandon the responsibilities of fatherhood), who situationally are viewed
as more attractive (Carter et al., 2013). The sons of males with higher Dark Tetrad scores will
likely also have high levels of Dark Tetrad tendencies, as the Dark Tetrad is quite heritable
(Furnham et al., 2013). Therefore, the sons of males with Dark Tetrad tendencies will likely also
spread their genes well, including the mothers’ genes, and the argument is that the females
attracted to Dark Tetrad males are using their sons to spread their own genes. Now this theory
seems a bit ridiculous at first glance, but it has received tentative support. Researchers from
Western University, Canada explored the relationship between age of heterosexual women and
how attractive they find males with varying degrees of Dark Triad traits, through
characterological descriptions written from the perspectives of fictitious men (Qureshi et al.,
2016). Here, the authors found that younger women, who are less likely to conform to
traditional gender norms (Eagly & Chrvala, 1986; Esteban-Ganzalo et al., 2020), were more
attracted to the descriptions of men with higher levels of Dark Triad traits (Qureshi et al., 2016).
These traits continue to exist in the gene pool for good reason— because they promote the
general situations of those who possess these traits, often to the dismay of those who come into
contact with them. This has significant impacts
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Directions for Future Research
The Dark Triad as it is currently studied often fails to account for a great degree of
variance in studied outcomes (Vize et al., 2018). This problem holds back the applicability of the
Dark Triad from being more pragmatic in usage outside of psychology studies. In my view, we
should hold ourselves accountable for not only exploring this construct but also focus on
providing means to use this research to solve real-world problems. How we may go about
approaching using the Dark Triad depends heavily on how we can increase variance measured by
the Dark Triad itself. The addition of Sadism seems like it should be the most logical first step
conceptually as this better capture the dark personality construct measured. Adding a trait that
describes a unique profile within this trait constellation has no negative drawbacks, and only
serves to increase the content validity of our operationally designated dark personality traits.
The Dark Tetrad by itself will not be enough to compensate for the lack of usage outside
the field of psychology. In addition, contextual factors— both internal and external— must be
considered when designating uses for a trait theory. For example, in today’s societal debate,
there exists growing concern over the extent to which police officers actualize the ideal of
protecting and serving their communities. Although implicit bias training and racial sensitivity
courses serve as a great means to educate those who are willing to learn, we need to consider that
some applicants are going to be more willing to grow personally and become more sensitive to
the needs of those who are unlike themselves. If during the screening and hiring process,
departments are able to make decisions about applicants who may have alarmingly high levels of
Dark Tetrad characteristics, then this could alleviate many of the public relations issues police
departments currently face when dealing with difficult situations in which officers may have
made rash, irresponsible decisions.
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A study combining the Dark Tetrad as well as internal and external contextual factors
may help show the viability of using these many moving pieces to make informed decisions in
numerous contexts. I propose that a pilot study, using women tested on levels of Dark Tetrad
traits (characterological attributes), in addition to conformity to gender norms (internal
contextual factors) as well as behavior or intended behavior in a situation that is context relevant,
such as in a situation relating to mate selection (external contextual factors) may help to extend
the utility of the Dark Tetrad in practical research applications. The Dark Tetrad exists in our
population not as an erroneous inclusion into human behavior, but rather because it affects
behavior in meaningful ways, and we can use the information that we know about the Dark
Tetrad in combination with relevant contextual factors to assess how an individual might
realistically and reliably make decisions in real-world situations. I believe this may help bridge
the gap between laboratory studies and field experiments in ways that could be useful to our
society.
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